1. Introduction
===============

Advanced melanoma is generally treated with systemic therapy. Systemic therapies in use before 2011 included cytotoxic chemotherapy (eg, dacarbazine, temozolomide, paclitaxel, albumin-bound paclitaxel, or carboplatin/paclitaxel, alone or in combination), high-dose interleukin-2 (IL-2), interferon, and biochemotherapy (combination of chemotherapy with IL-2). Since 2011, 8 agents have been approved, alone or in combination, for advanced melanoma, some of which have significantly improved survival.^\[[@R1]--[@R6]\]^ These agents include the targeted therapies vemurafenib and dabrafenib (both proto-oncogene B-Raf \[BRAF\] inhibitors) and trametinib and cobimetinib (both mitogen-activated extracellular signal-regulated kinase \[MEK\] inhibitors); and the immunotherapies ipilimumab (a cytotoxic T-lymphocyte antigen 4 \[CTLA-4\]--blocking antibody), talimogene laherparepvec (a genetically modified oncolytic viral therapy), pembrolizumab, and nivolumab (both programmed death 1 protein \[PD-1\]--blocking antibodies).^\[[@R7]--[@R11]\]^ Treatment patterns for advanced melanoma vary by region, in part owing to access restrictions in some countries; for instance, in Australia, use of BRAF and MEK inhibitors is restricted to the first line.^\[[@R12]--[@R14]\]^

Classes of melanoma agents have different adverse event (AE) profiles.^\[[@R15]\]^ Chemotherapy and IL-2 treatments are most likely to lead to hematologic (eg, neutropenia or anemia) and gastrointestinal (eg, nausea and vomiting) AEs.^\[[@R16]\]^ More recently, the approval of immuno-oncologic agents has introduced immune-related AEs into the array of AEs. Specifically, ipilimumab is associated with an increased risk of immune-related AEs, involving the gastrointestinal, liver, skin, nervous, endocrine, ocular, or other organ systems.^\[[@R17]\]^ Immune-mediated pneumonitis, colitis, hepatitis, endocrinopathies, nephritis, adverse skin reactions, and encephalitis may occur during treatment with PD-1-blocking antibodies.^\[[@R10],[@R11]\]^ Targeted therapies including BRAF inhibitors are associated with an increased risk of new cutaneous AEs (squamous cell carcinoma \[SCC\] and/or keratoacanthoma),^\[[@R18],[@R19]\]^ and MEK inhibitors are associated with grade 3 or 4 AEs including hypertension and rash.^\[[@R8],[@R20]\]^ With talimogene laherparepvec, the most common AEs are cellulitis, local reactions, and flu-like symptoms.^\[[@R9]\]^

Management of AEs may be costly from a health care system perspective. As new therapies are studied and approved for advanced melanoma, it is important to characterize the economic burden associated with managing treatment-related AEs. A more complete understanding of the costs of AE management will improve estimates of the incremental costs associated with adoption of new therapies and can inform economic models. The objective of this study was to evaluate the economic burden and incremental cost of managing AEs associated with advanced melanoma treatments through a systematic review of the literature.

2. Methods
==========

A systematic literature search was conducted in PubMed, Embase, Cochrane, BIOSIS, and EconLit, according to a literature review protocol. Prespecified search criteria were used to identify economic studies in patients with advanced melanoma evaluating direct costs and health care resource utilization (eg, medications, physician consultations, hospitalizations) published from 2007 to 2017. Studies of interest presented robust primary data on AE costs in advanced melanoma. Table S-1 (Supplemental Digital Content) presents the PubMed search strategy, which was adapted for the other databases. Published abstracts from 12 relevant conferences were identified via the Embase searches (2015--2016 proceedings for the International Society for Pharmacoeconomics and Outcomes Research, American Society of Clinical Oncology, and European Society for Medical Oncology). The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence website was searched to identify company submissions estimating health care resource utilization and costs. Electronic searches were not limited to English-language publications.

The identified studies were screened systematically in 2 phases. During level 1 screening, titles and abstracts of identified studies were screened independently by 2 researchers according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria (Table S-2, Supplemental Digital Content). At level 2, full texts of studies selected at level 1 were screened independently by 2 researchers according to the same criteria. If there was disagreement about study relevance, consensus was reached with a third researcher. Study design details and data on direct costs by country were extracted.

Because this study did not directly involve any human participants, review by an institutional review board was not required.

3. Results
==========

3.1. Literature search results
------------------------------

Figure [1](#F1){ref-type="fig"} presents the results of the literature search and screening. The searches identified 446 sources for level 1 screening, after duplicates were excluded. Of these sources, 66 progressed to level 2 screening, after which 7 relevant studies evaluating the cost of AEs in patients with advanced melanoma were included. All included studies were full-text publications identified in the database searches.

![PRISMA diagram: literature search results (N = 7).](medi-97-e11736-g001){#F1}

The included studies considered AEs associated with dabrafenib, dacarbazine, fotemustine, IL-2, interferon-alfa, IL-2, ipilimumab, paclitaxel, talimogene laherparepvec, temozolomide, trametinib, and vemurafenib. One study was a Canadian cost-effectiveness modeling analysis^\[[@R21]\]^; 3 were economic burden analyses using published literature and physician interviews or a Delphi panel (1 conducted in the United States \[US\]^\[[@R16]\]^ and 2 with a multicountry perspective^\[[@R7],[@R22]\]^); 2 were cost analyses using US claims data^\[[@R15],[@R23]\]^; and 1 was a United Kingdom (UK) medical records review.^\[[@R24]\]^

3.2. Included studies
---------------------

### 3.2.1. Design features of included studies

Three publications identified AEs through a literature review^\[[@R7],[@R16],[@R22]\]^; of these, 2 studies considered study quality in their inclusion criteria (ie, phase 3 study, large sample size, and use of recommended dosing),^\[[@R7],[@R16]\]^ and 1 did not.^\[[@R22]\]^ Other included studies identified AEs through clinical trial publications and other relevant clinical publications,^\[[@R21]\]^ package inserts^\[[@R15]\]^ (also in consultation with a clinical expert^\[[@R23]\]^), or medical records.^\[[@R24]\]^Table [1](#T1){ref-type="table"} summarizes the design of each included study, including the treatments considered and criteria applied for selection of AEs.

###### 

Cost of adverse events: study design.

![](medi-97-e11736-g002)

The studies collected medical resource use related to AEs primarily from physician input from an online survey with Canadian physicians^\[[@R21]\]^; blinded Delphi panels in Australia, France, Germany, Italy, and the UK^\[[@R22]\]^; physician interviews^\[[@R7],[@R16]\]^; a medical record review^\[[@R24]\]^; and a US claims database.^\[[@R15],[@R23]\]^ Unit costs for resource use were obtained from country-specific published costs^\[[@R7],[@R16],[@R21],[@R22],[@R24]\]^ or a US claims database.^\[[@R15],[@R23]\]^ Cost-years were all fairly recent and consistent; most ranged from 2012 to 2014,^\[[@R7],[@R21],[@R22],[@R24]\]^ with longer timeframes for the US claims database studies (2005--2012,^\[[@R15]\]^ 2004--2012,^\[[@R16]\]^ and 2009--2012^\[[@R23]\]^).

### 3.2.2. Cost of adverse events

Most studies estimated the cost for grade 3 or 4 events. The rank order of costs assigned to grade 3 or 4 AEs varied by study, treatment setting (inpatient vs outpatient), and country. As expected, the costliest AEs were those leading to hospitalization or expensive outpatient medications and/or procedures. Tables [2](#T2){ref-type="table"}--[5](#T5){ref-type="table"} summarize the costs of AEs presented in the identified studies.

###### 

Inpatient costs of grade 3 or 4 adverse events in 9 countries: Wehler et al^\[[@R7]\]^ and Bilir et al^\[[@R16]\]^.
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###### 

Outpatient Costs of Grade 3 or 4 Adverse Events in 9 Countries: Wehler et al^\[[@R7]\]^ and Bilir et al^\[[@R16]\]^.
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###### 

Inpatient and Outpatient Cost of Grade 3 or 4 Adverse Events in 5 Countries: Vouk et al^\[[@R22]\]^.
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###### 

Total cost of adverse event categories in the US: Arondekar et al^\[[@R15]\]^ and Chang et al^\[[@R23]\]^.
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#### 3.2.2.1. United States

The 3 US studies found a different rank order of AEs by cost.^\[[@R15],[@R16],[@R23]\]^ Bilir et al^\[[@R16]\]^, the most recent, aimed to explore the US economic burden of toxicities associated with dacarbazine, temozolomide, IL-2, ipilimumab, vemurafenib, dabrafenib, trametinib, and talimogene laherparepvec. The study design included conduct of interviews with clinicians (2013) to estimate health care resource use and applied Medicare reimbursement rates (2013) for the treatment of specified AEs in an outpatient setting to estimate costs and conduct of a national claims database analysis (using claims for July 2004--November 2012) to identify hospitalization costs and length of stay for the specified AEs. Inpatient (Table [2](#T2){ref-type="table"}) and outpatient (Table [3](#T3){ref-type="table"}) costs per event for grade 3 or 4 AEs were estimated. Among the toxicities evaluated, neutropenia had the highest cost per event in the outpatient setting, followed by headache, peripheral neuropathy, cutaneous SCC (CSCC), and dyspnea. Hospitalizations resulting from acute myocardial infarction and sepsis (both associated with IL-2) incurred the longest median length of stay. The highest inpatient cost per event was observed for events associated with IL-2, including acute myocardial infarction, sepsis, coma, and acute kidney failure (also associated with trametinib, dabrafenib, and vemurafenib); hospitalizations for neuropathy (associated with ipilimumab) and pneumonitis (associated with trametinib) were also costly. By contrast, the lowest mean inpatient costs per event were for cellulitis, fever, rash, and nausea.

Arondekar et al^\[[@R15]\]^ conducted a US retrospective claims database analysis to evaluate the incremental 30-day health care costs associated with specific categories of AEs associated with advanced melanoma treatments. The study evaluated claims for inpatient services, outpatient services, and noncancer-directed drugs (July 2004--April 2012) among patients with a diagnosis of metastatic melanoma who were treated with paclitaxel, vemurafenib, ipilimumab, dacarbazine, temozolomide, IL-2, or interferon-alfa. The AEs considered were those associated with the study drugs and fever and hypertension (associated with the newer treatments dabrafenib and trametinib). Incremental cost per AE was determined by comparing 30-day expenditures in patients with the event to patients without the event. The 30-day period began with the date of the first AE claim for patients with an event and on a corresponding "shadow" event date for patients without an AE. The 30-day costs for patients who experienced specific categories of AEs then were compared with costs for matched patients without those AEs to determine the incremental costs for the AE category. For the following AE categories, adjusted incremental costs were greater for patients with the AE than for patients without the AE (in descending order): metabolic and nutritional disorders, hematologic and lymphatic disorders, cardiovascular disorders, gastrointestinal disorders, central nervous system disorders, psychiatric disorders, and pain (Table [5](#T5){ref-type="table"}). Incremental costs for skin and subcutaneous tissue AEs were not significantly different between patients with and without AEs.^\[[@R15]\]^

Chang et al^\[[@R23]\]^ investigated costs of AEs associated with specific melanoma therapies. This retrospective claims study (January 2009--September 2012) estimated costs for grade 3 or 4 AEs by drug among patients with metastatic melanoma initiating vemurafenib, ipilimumab, dacarbazine, paclitaxel, or temozolomide. Treatment episodes with dacarbazine and paclitaxel were associated with a greater percentage of hematologic and gastrointestinal AEs, with higher related monthly costs, than vemurafenib (*P* \< .001 for both comparisons) (Table [5](#T5){ref-type="table"}). Treatment episodes with vemurafenib had a higher percentage of skin and subcutaneous AEs, with higher related AE costs, compared with other drugs (*P* \< .0001 for all comparisons). After controlling for age, sex, sequencing of treatment episodes, number of metastatic sites, pre-existence of AEs, and health care costs in the preceding 6 months, treatment episodes of vemurafenib had lower total adjusted monthly AE costs than other drugs (*P* \< .05 for all comparisons except temozolomide). Adjusted monthly AE costs constituted 36.9% of overall monthly health care costs for dacarbazine, 30.3% for paclitaxel, 9.2% for temozolomide, 6.4% for vemurafenib, and 4.0% for ipilimumab.

#### 3.2.2.2. Multicountry^\[[@R7],[@R22]\]^

Vouk et al^\[[@R22]\]^ and Wehler et al^\[[@R7]\]^ compared the cost of AEs across multiple countries. Wehler et al^\[[@R7]\]^ evaluated the costs of managing AEs associated with dacarbazine, temozolomide, fotemustine, IL-2, ipilimumab, vemurafenib, dabrafenib, and trametinib in 8 countries; Tables [2](#T2){ref-type="table"} and [3](#T3){ref-type="table"} present inpatient and outpatient costs for the AEs evaluated. Results varied by country, reflecting variation in unit costing across countries, but trends indicated that hospitalization, outpatient procedures, and certain high-cost medications led to expensive AE management. The costliest events to manage in the inpatient setting included hypophysitis (in Spain \[€10,265 per incident\], Canada \[Can\$9735\], and Australia \[A\$7231\]), dyspnea (in Germany \[€9077\]), febrile neutropenia (in UK \[£4444\]), peripheral neuropathy (in the Netherlands \[€6977\]), elevated liver enzymes (in France \[€6913\]), and fever (in Italy \[€3433\]). Management of grade 3 or 4 anemia occurred primarily in the outpatient setting, where use of erythropoietin and/or blood transfusions required high-cost outpatient care across all countries except for Germany; outpatient costs per incident for grade 3 or 4 anemia ranged from Can\$370 in Canada to €1443 in Spain. Other events that were costly to manage in the outpatient setting were CSCC (in the Netherlands \[€1063\], UK \[£720\], and Germany \[€406\]), immune-related diarrhea (in Australia \[A\$1121\]), and grade 4 neutropenia or febrile neutropenia (in Italy \[€436--€497\] and Spain \[€598--€755\]). Some of the AEs most commonly associated with ipilimumab (hypophysitis, dyspnea, and diarrhea) and vemurafenib/dabrafenib (CSCC and elevated liver enzymes) were among the most expensive AEs.

Vouk et al^\[[@R22]\]^ evaluated AEs and the corresponding costs associated with chemotherapy (dacarbazine, paclitaxel, and fotemustine), immunotherapy (ipilimumab), and targeted therapy (vemurafenib) in Australia, France, Germany, Italy, and the UK (August 2012--May 2013). AEs of interest were identified through a systematic literature review. Resource use was estimated through conduct of 2 Delphi panel cycles in each study country; published costs of resources using local references were used to estimate per-event costs. Taking a societal health care perspective, the 10 costliest AEs per patient per event were ranked. Most of the cost-intensive AEs (ranked 1--3) across the three treatment categories were grade 3 or 4 in severity; the primary drivers of costs to manage these AEs were hospitalization and medication. The costliest AE types were grade 3 and 4 events associated with immunotherapy (colitis in Australia \[A\$ 1471\] and France \[€3313\]; diarrhea in the UK \[£2836\]) and chemotherapy (neutropenia/leukopenia in Germany \[€1744\] and Italy \[€804\]) (Table [4](#T4){ref-type="table"}). Chemotherapy-associated AEs were associated with the highest population-level burden in Australia, Germany, Italy, and France (mainly due to neutropenia and leukopenia), whereas in the UK, the AE with the highest population-level cost was CSCC associated with vemurafenib.

#### 3.2.2.3. Other supporting studies

In a small, single-center UK analysis of the cost of toxicities associated with ipilimumab, Yousaf et al^\[[@R24]\]^ found that colitis was the most common and costly AE for ipilimumab (£1033--£26786 per patient; 83% of colitis cases were managed with an inpatient stay).

In a cost-effectiveness analysis of first-line dabrafenib versus dacarbazine and vemurafenib as a first-line treatment for advanced melanoma in Canada, Delea et al^\[[@R21]\]^ estimated the cost of AEs by multiplying the incidence of palmar-plantar erythrodysesthesia (PPE) (2.1% with dabrafenib), pyrexia (3.2%, dabrafenib), SCC (3.2%, dabrafenib; 11.9%, vemurafenib), neutropenia (13.6%, dacarbazine), and rash (7.7%, vemurafenib) by utilization of services reported in a survey of 14 Canadian clinicians by the Canadian-specific unit costs for treating that AE. The direct costs of treating AEs were estimated to be Can\$58.65 for PPE, Can\$106.31 for pyrexia, Can\$452.51 for SCC, Can\$772.35 for neutropenia, and Can\$68.82 for rash.

4. Discussion
=============

This review aimed to explore costs of managing AEs associated with advanced melanoma treatments across the globe and identified 7 relevant studies conducted in North America, Europe, and/or Australia. Among the identified studies, estimated costs of treating a grade 3 or 4 AE varied considerably by country. Grade 3 or 4 AEs resulted in high population-level costs in Australia, France, Germany, and Italy, with hospitalization being the primary cost driver.^\[[@R22]\]^ Overall, the costliest AEs to manage were those requiring hospitalization or the use of expensive outpatient medications and/or procedures.^\[[@R16]\]^ Chemotherapy had the highest cost burden in Australia, Germany, Italy, and France, mainly because of incidence of neutropenia/leukopenia; the highest cost burden in the UK was associated with use of targeted therapy with a selective BRAF inhibitor because of the cost of treating CSCC.^\[[@R22]\]^

The AE costs also varied within a given treatment setting. In the European and Australian outpatient settings, anemia was one of the costliest AEs, driven primarily by use of erythropoietin and blood transfusions.^\[[@R7]\]^ CSCC and immune-related diarrhea were also costly.^\[[@R7]\]^ In the European and Australian inpatient settings, hypophysitis, elevated liver enzymes, peripheral neuropathy, dyspnea, diarrhea, CSCC, and febrile neutropenia incurred higher costs relative to other AEs related to melanoma treatments.^\[[@R7]\]^ Some common AEs associated with ipilimumab (hypophysitis, dyspnea, and diarrhea) and vemurafenib/dabrafenib (CSCC and elevated liver enzymes) were among the most expensive AEs evaluated in Europe and Australia.^\[[@R7]\]^

Differences between countries in the costs reported for the same AE are likely driven by differing care strategies and resource-use patterns. Previous research found that hospitalization rates are high in France and low in Italy,^\[[@R25]\]^ reflecting the preferential attitude of Italian centers to treat patients on an outpatient basis, both for therapy administration and supportive care. Italy also has a high proportion of nonacademic hospital sites, which tend to treat patients with less-severe disease; however, for patients hospitalized, total hospitalization costs are high due to higher per-diem costs and longer hospital stays relative to other countries. In the UK, both outpatient and hospice care are more common than in Italy and France.^\[[@R25]\]^ There are shortcomings in making comparisons across countries^\[[@R22]\]^ due to potential differences in drug reimbursement status, physicians' choice of treatment, and patients' disease characteristics. Further, a goal for future research should be to examine whether the costs of managing treatment-related AEs decrease as clinical practice standards within and across countries evolve toward earlier detection and more optimal management of side effects.

Additional research will be needed to evaluate the cost burden of AEs in advanced melanoma as the treatment landscape evolves. None of the studies identified in this review included the PD-1-blocking antibodies pembrolizumab and nivolumab, thus highlighting a gap in the evidence. AEs associated with these therapies are similar to those associated with ipilimumab but with immune-related AEs occurring less frequently.^\[[@R26]\]^ Table S-3 (Supplemental Digital Content) presents the incidence rates for AEs associated with these treatments, as well as selected treatments included in the reviewed studies, based on US package inserts. It is anticipated that the AE-associated total cost burden associated with use of PD-1-blocking antibodies would be less costly than those for other drugs as presented in the reviewed studies, namely because of a decreased overall frequency of side effects associated with PD-1-blocking antibodies and reduced frequencies of grade 3 or 4 fatigue, elevated gamma-glutamyltransferase, cutaneous AEs (eg, CSCC), and (relative to ipilimumab) diarrhea and enterocolitis.

Some limitations of this study must be considered. Limited data are available to quantify AE management costs, and the AEs evaluated in the reviewed studies were driven by the therapies included. Because some currently available therapies were not available during the research period, their associated AEs were not reflected in these articles. Comparisons of results between countries should be undertaken with caution. Due to the challenges hindering cross-country comparisons, cost data are presented as reported by the studies, without inflation to current prices or conversion to a single currency. Some studies used Delphi panels^\[[@R22]\]^ or physician interviews^\[[@R7],[@R16]\]^ from a limited number of centers to estimate resource use and treatment setting, which may not be generalizable or representative of all treatment practices within the studied countries. Nevertheless, the study involving Delphi panels used a robust approach with multiple clinician interviews and attempts to achieve consensus, lending credibility to their results. The incidence rates of specific AEs were derived from studies of different durations of follow-up^\[[@R22]\]^ or from clinical trials,^\[[@R7]\]^ which may not capture the full set of real-world AEs. In addition, some AEs were assumed to have occurred only once per patient.^\[[@R22]\]^ Finally, differing experience or familiarity with managing AEs associated with newer therapies may lead to management differences across countries and, hence, different costs.

In conclusion, the costs of managing each AE associated with the treatment of advanced melanoma are substantial but may be reduced by effective treatments with improved safety profiles.
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